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‘The Double Helix Revisited
—Francis Crick and James Watson
talk to Paul Vaughan about their
discovery of the molecular structure

of DNA

 VAUGHAN: James Watson and Francis Crick
*are two scientists who had the luck—or the
“ill-luck, depending on how you look at it—
“to achieve eminence early in their careers.
In 1962 they were awarded the Nobel Prize
for Medicine for their elucidation of the
structure of DNA, deoxyribonucleic acid,
or, as the work is usually described, for
cracking the genetic.code. Their discovery
of the way the so-called * life molecules’ of
DNA are built, and how they pass on genetlc
information, was immediately recognised
as one of those crucial moments in scientific
advance, comparable, it has beelw said, with
Darwin’s theory of evolution or Einstein’s
theory of relativity. When the work was
done the two men’s paths diverged. Then,
in 1968, James Watson outraged some scien-
tists, but delighted many more, by publish-
ing an account of how the dlscovery was
,made. The Double Helix is probably the
‘most efficient demolition job ever done on
‘the ivory tower of academic science. Not
gonly was it written in a way that non-
spec1ahsts could easily follow, it also made
lt clear that all the people involved in the
dlscovery were human individuals with

Francis Crick (centre) and James Watson
(right) with the model of the structure of
DNA which was used in the film

their share of human failings. In the book,
as at the time of their discovery, the chief
characters are, of course, Watson and Crick
—two men in many ways so different:
Watson, an American, slightly built and
diffident, Crick, a large, confident, jovial
Englishman—still, by the way, doing re-
search at Cambridge, whereas Watson is
now at Harvard. Not long ago Crick and
Watson were together again, revisiting the

" streets, pubs and laboratories of 20 years

before. This time it was to make a film
about the now famous period of their colla-
boration. At the end of five not exactly rest-

+ ful days of filming I met them, and they

talked about their work as we sat in the
upstairs room of a pub not far from the
Cavendish Laboratory in Cambridge. I've

.often had the rather strange feeling that a

Nobel Prize, particularly when you win it
so young, is a kind of scientific albatross for
ever more, I asked if they’d found that it

.had had any adverse effect on their careers.
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CRICK: Only with journalists.

waATsoN: I don’t think it’s had any effect
at all. There are odd occasions when one
gets asked for an autograph, but I don’t
think we ever walk down the street think-
ing we’ve won a Nobel Prize.

CRICK: Scientists take a fairly detached
view about this sort of thing. They know
it's to some extent a lottery: they don’t
bother very much whether you've got a
Nobel Prize or not. It’s the layman. I much
prefer to be introduced to people without
them knowing that I've got a Nobel Prize,
because otherwise they treat you as some
sort of giraffe.

WATSON: They ask you: would you tell them
about DNA? And I find I can’t, or the
question is just as difficult to answer 20
years from when it happened: it's always
the same language problem.

CrICK: And you never know what sort of
background they have. I remember, in the
early days, one girl saying to me at a
party: ‘Scientists have created life,
haven’t they? So where do you go from
there? ' Nowadays all the kids know about
it and people are rather more inclined to
ask: ‘ What are you doing now? ' Which is
almost as difficult a question.

WATSON: It sounds as if we don’t want to
tell people what we're doing. It’s just that,
often, you go out and it’s a moment of re-
laxation, and suddenly to be forced to think
again and to phrase your answer seems like
working.

CRICK: Besides, to tell a layman what you're
doing is much more difficult even than to
tell him what you’ve done, because at least
when you've done it you hope it’s clear and
you can simplify it: while you're doing it,
it’s a mess, and it’s complicated, and you’re
doing several things. You don’t know which
way it’s going, so it’s not an easy question
to answer. So you give some broad answer.
I say I'm interested in embryology or cell
biology, and they look a little. blank, and
you try and think of some other topic as
quickly as possible.

VAUGHAN: One of the things I was thinking
of when I put the question was that per-
haps some people might wonder if you were
going to do the whole thing again: I don’t
mean the whole project all over again, but
win yet another Nobel Prize, or do some-
thing equally brilliant. .
CRICK: My own view is that work like the
discovery of DNA is not something that
it’s reasonable to expect anybody to repeat.
You can do quite good things and so forth,
but this was of such a nature, and had such
a dramatic impact, that it would be foolish
to go round trying to aim for anything like
that. One just does what we did before,
which was to look for the most interesting
scientific problem which was tacklable in
biology, and go ahead on that, and not
worry about this sort of thing any. more
than we worried at the time. People don’t
normally get, nowadays, prizes for the same
thing, because there’s such an enormous
queue: simply because the number of prizes
has stayed the same and the number of
scientists has increased, so that there’s a
whole queue of people who really deserve
Nobel Prizes, but they can’t get through
them fast enough. The only thing you can









